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Preface

A S PART OF ITS ongoing studies on the rehabilita-
tion and reconstruction of the societies ravaged
by civil wars, USAID’s Center for Development Infor-

mation and Evaluation (CDIE) undertook a multicountry
assessment of gender issues in postconflict societies. The
assessment concentrated on three sets of questions:

*  What has been the impact of intrastate conflicts
on women? How did these conflicts affect their
economic, social, and political roles and respon-
sibilities? What are the major problems and
challenges facing women in these societies?

= What types of women’s organizations have
emerged during the postconflict era to address
the challenges women face and to promote gen-
der equality? What types of activities do they
undertake? What has been their overall impact
on the empowerment of women? What factors
affect their performance and impact?

= What has been the nature and emphasis of as-
sistance provided by usaip and other donor agen-
cies to women’s organizations? What are some
of the major problem areas in international as-
sistance?

The purpose of the assessment was to generate a body
of empirically grounded knowledge that could inform
the policy and programmatic interventions of USAID and
other international donor agencies.

CDIE sent research teams to Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Cambodia, El Salvador, Georgia, Guatemala, and
Rwanda. These teams conducted in-depth interviews with
key informants, reviewed literature, and conducted field-
work. They prepared comprehensive reports, which were
reviewed by usaip and outside scholars.

This paper, written by Susan Allen Nan, reports on the
activities of the Koka Farmers’ Union, a grass-roots
women’s organization that developed in postconflict
Georgia. | am grateful to the author for her insightful
analysis.

—KRriSHNA KUMAR
Senior Social Scientist



Introduction

In 1998 agroup of Georgian internally displaced persons (I DPs) founded Koka Farmers' Union, acredit union and
collective farming endeavor with 22 femal e and 8 male members. Using a French-sponsored grant, they formed the
union in an attempt to adjust to displacement and to feed themselves and their familiesin the aftermath of the war
in Abkhazia.

Kokais a grass-roots woman's organization that developed in a postconflict context and benefited from comple-
mentary international, national, and local assistance. Members are intent on returning home and envision taking
the organization with them when they return. The union’s sustainability rests in part on the empowerment of its
women members. They have gained economic and socia empowerment but not increased political participation.
Although women can play an important role in the socia preparatory phase that leads to successful political
negotiations in postwar contexts (Pagqui 1999, 24), Koka's women are concerned foremost with economic and
social priorities.

This case study reports on Koka' s development, activities, and empowerment of women. It is based on interviews
and focus groups with 10 of its 30 members during October 1999. The role of assistance in Koka s devel opment
is analyzed to offer guidance in assisting women in postconflict development contexts.

Koka's Development

The KokaFarmers Union isnamed after the 6-year-old
son of the founder, Eliso Kakhiani. Ms. Kakhiani is a
middle-aged former schoolteacher from Gali whosestory,

until shefounded thefarmers' union, paralleled those of

many Georgian internally displaced women. Likea most
al Georgiansliving in Abkhazia, she fled Gali with her

husband and son during the Georgian—Abkhaz war that
raged from 1992 to 1994. They left in October 1993
and have not returned.

After 1994, many internally displaced persons gradu-
aly returned to Gali to farm their lands, even though
armed formations continued to operate in the area. In
May 1998, renewed fighting broke out—the so-called
Ten Day War—and 40,000 IDPs fled the Gali region a
second time. Those who fled their homes twice form a
particularly vulnerable part of the IDP population.

After the May 1998 exodus from Gali, Ms. Kakhiani
went to Zugdidi to find acquaintances who were living
in horrible conditions. She brought 16 people back to
Thilis to live with her husband, son, mother, and her-
salf. Asaresult, 20 peoplelived in two dormitory rooms
with atotal space of 430 square feet, including atoilet
area. For six months, they survived in thisway, worried
about the approaching winter. Not surprisingly, Ms.
Kakhiani began talking with her roommates about pos-
sible plans of action.

Because those living with her were hungry, their con-
versation turned to the value of land in food production.
At home, many of them had owned land, growing per-
sonal gardensand small cropsof citrusfruits. The group
decided to try setting up a collective farm, and Ms.
Kakhiani set off to seethe minister of agriculturewith a
draft business plan.

The minister, Bakur Gulua, was unable to offer Ms.
Kakhiani land. However, he did have a French-spon-
sored program of small grantsto set up agricultural credit
unions. The program granted 5,350 lari (roughly $3,800)
to 30 different groups, each of which needed to include
30 people. The Koka Farmers' Union applied for one of
these grants. It formally adopted the statutes of credit
unionsrequired by the grant and informally set about its
activities as it awaited the grant.

Koka s members quickly began work, managing to find
ways around the initial lack of equipment and capital.
They located adilapidated, abandoned house on asmall
farm in the village of Chitatskari and searched for the
owner. The owner lived in nearby Zugdidi and agreed to
allow the farmers union to use his Chitatskari house
and rent the surrounding land. Initialy, the group paid
rent in the form of 8 percent of the corn and nuts it
harvested. Now it is paying rent in lari. The group had
no farming equipment so it grew seedlings. The money
raised selling seedlings allowed the group to rent more
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land for crops. The additional land is a half-hour walk
from the house, but its three-plus hectares seven-plus
acres) yielded a corn harvest of nine tons.

Of Koka' s 30 members, 22 are women and 8 are men.
Two members live in the run-down Chitatskari house,
while 15 otherslive in nearby centersfor internally dis-
placed persons and commute to the farm by trolley bus.
Three others live near Thilis in Rustavi, and 10 livein
Thilis, where they sdll the collective’'s products. Al-
though they are now geographically dispersed, Koka
members feel an amost familial closeness because of
their shared ties in Gali and their current agricultural
mission.

Because of these shared ties, the group decided to limit
the hierarchy within the organization. The group prides
itself on its egdlitarian structure, which is further rein-
forced by the varied backgrounds of its members. The
membersincludethreeformer teachers, two former doc-
tors, an agronomist, an agricultural technician, a com-
munications engineer, and an accountant.

Evenwithin thisegalitarian structure, tradersand farm-
ers have clearly differentiated rolesthat do not overlap.
Other rolesalso areclearly differentiated. K okarespon-
sihilities break down as follows: 1 bookkeeper, 3 trad-
ersin Rustavi, 10 tradersin Thilis, the chairman (Ms.
Kakhiani), the council of observers (one of whom also
travels back and forth between Zugdidi, Rustavi, and

Thilis as needed), 3 tradersin Zugdidi, and 12 farmers
in Zugdidi.

K oka members do not receive salaries from the organi-
zation. Instead, members share portions of the harvests
equally. Members reported that their shared experience
of trauma prevented them from restructuring their orga-
nization to compensate members differentially.

Means and ends are intertwined in Koka's mission to
better the lot of internally displaced persons through
agricultural work. A tenet of Koka's approach is the
embodiment of “human principles,” aterm Ms. Kakhiani
uses to describe Kokamembers' informal way of mem-
ber interactions. The principles are as follows:

= Bédieve in your own ability to accomplish honor-
able goals through honorable means.

= Trust your coworkers and be trustworthy.

= Treat your coworkers like relatives, remembering
the shared trauma of being displaced.

= Follow the highest moral standards.

= Provide the younger generation with positive role
models.

= Fed responsible for your family by working.

Koka’'s Tangible Accomplishments

Koka members have built on their initial grant to pro-
vide food for members and reach resource goals. Based
on the origina grant, each member held a share of the
collective' s holdings worth 170 lari. As these holdings
grow, thevalue of each sharegrowsaswell. If members
should want to leave the collective, they can take their
shares when they leave. Currently, each share is worth
200 lari.

Fromtheorigina 5,350 lari grant, Kokaspent the money
as shown in table 1.

The expenses laid the basis for the food that Koka pro-
vided members and for Koka's income. As shown in
table 2, Koka's income derives from both the interest
earned on credits lent to its members and the profit on
produce sold.
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(i )
Lari Spent Purpose
400 Expenses for founding
the organization
250 Seeds
1,800 Cows
100 Fuel
250 Transportation
100 Piglets
200 Feed for livestock
100 Tractor rental
2,000 Credit to members
150 Reserves
L 5,350 I




Table 2. Farming Profits and Interest Earned on Credits

Activity Credit Granted (in lari) Interest Earned

Or Profit (in lari)
Greenhouse and seedling sales 200 30
Produce purchase, sales (Rustavi) 800 120
Corn purchase, sales (Thilisi) 1,000 150
Total credit 2,000 300
Cucumbers and tomatoes 50
Eggplant and peppers 100
Corn 250
Dairy products 100
Total farming 500
Total profit 800

N\

J

Empowerment Through Leadership

Perhaps Koka sgreatest accomplishment istheincreased
sdlf-confidence and sdlf-worth that members have gained
through their work. This self-esteem can be seen by ex-
amining both Ms. Kakhiani’ sdevelopment asthegroup’s
leader and other members' stories.

Between 1993 and 1998, Ms. Kakhiani’ sexperience did
not differ significantly from that of many internally dis-
placed women. She looks at that time as a tragic period
in her life, atime when she managed only to raise her
young son amid the fear and worries that surrounded
her new situation as an internally displaced person. But
unlike most internally displaced women in Georgia, Ms.
Kakhiani found away in 1998 to overcome the fear and
paraysisthat accompanied her displacement and to make
aliving for hersalf and other IDPs. Thisshift hasbrought
Ms. Kakhiani increased energy, self-respect, and recog-
nition.

Ms. Kakhiani has received national recognition for her
work. In May 1999, the minister of agriculture orga

nized a one-day meeting in the large Philharmonic Hall
in Thilis, with thousands in attendance. Ms. Kakhiani
was asked to speak about her group and its activities
because she wasthe only woman leader among the agri-
cultural cooperatives. President Eduard Shevardnadze,
the honorary chairman of the board of credit unions,
heard her presentation and later mentioned it in hisclos-
ing addressto the board, wishing her well in her endeav-
ors. When the attendees chose members for the newly
formed board of peasant’s credit unions, Ms. Kakhiani
was nominated and selected as amember. Sheis one of
only three women serving on the 50-member board.

To Ms. Kakhiani, this formal recognition is significant
only in that it reflects her renewed self-confidence and
sense of purpose. Theresponsibility shefedsto Koka's
membersand to her family hel psher fix her attention on
Koka' s productivity. Sheisproud of theinitial successes
of the Koka team. She is optimistic that the members
endeavors will develop into a successful business.

Empowerment Through Participation

Other Koka members share their leader’s enthusiasm
for the personal rewards of working successfully together
to providefood for their families. Members have gained
skillsor begun to practicelong-dormant skills. They find
the work satisfying, giving them purpose and direction.
The work led them to redefine gender roles that were

already changing because of displacement, thereby fur-
ther empowering women. These changes have extended
beyond Koka s membership to the collective centers
where IDPs learn from the positive example of their
neighbors accomplishments.
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In Koka, women gain skills that go beyond the farming
or market sales skillsthey employ. Although thisistheir
first work on a medium-size farm, members had done
agricultural work before. Whilethey did not need tolearn
how to farm, many members had to learn about trans-
porting and selling food. Most find the jobs are not tech-
nicaly challenging compared with their work before
displacement. Indeed, one woman trained as a teacher
before the war, athough she never worked as one. In-
stead, her family had their own farm, which included
seven cows. With Koka, she finds her work very smple
because there are only two cows. In addition, Koka
members have divided job responsibilities so that each
person’ sskillsare used most appropriately. For example,
one former doctor is considered poor at selling produce
in the market, so she works the land.

Members find their work satisfying. They are proud to
participatein selling the products of their labor and earn-
ing an honest living from the land. Both agricultura
work and participatory decision-making norms are psy-
chologically beneficial agpectsof thework. Interviewees
describe the process of working with land as rejuvenat-
ing, particularly for traumatized people. One member
describesthe land astransformative. She puts her “sad-
ness and evil” into the ground and buriesit there. Hope
then growsinits place within the sameland. Other mem-
bers describe going home from along day of work feel-
ing tired but peaceful. Because each individua is inte-
gral to Koka s success, membersfeel asense of accom-
plishment as Koka develops. Participatory decision-
making contributes to their sense of involvement in
Koka's activities and their satisfaction with the work.

Many women have improved their salf-images because
of their work with Koka. One woman, Dodo, recounts
how Koka changed first her self-image and then her so-
cia status. Before Koka was formed, Dodo was as a
baker for ayear, earning 3 lari aday in alarge factory
that she described as impersonal. Employees could not
eat any products baked at the factory. Management did
not know employees namesand never oncesaid helloto
Dodo. She found this work dehumanizing and depress-
ing, but she continued because she had to provide for
her daughter and granddaughter.

When Koka was formed, Dodo was enthusiastic about
the chance to work with people who cared about each
other and shared a stake in their collective accomplish-
ments. Because she saw value in her work, her salf-
image improved. After working with Kokafor amonth,
she returned to the bread factory to visit some of her
former coworkers. For the first time, the factory direc-
tor approached her, said hello, shook her hand, and asked
about her family. Dodo was surprised to see how others
now treated her with more respect.

Because of the pride they takein their collective accom-
plishments, Koka members can reflect on the role of
women within Koka and the surrounding community.
Alongside their 8 male colleagues, the 22 female mem-
bers of Koka have developed sdlf-confidence in realms
far beyond their traditional roles.

Empowerment Through
Changing Gender Roles

It should not be surprising that war and displacement
disrupted traditional gender roles. Kokahasunwittingly
contributed to an increase in women'’s status in certain
realms. Although Koka sprimary purpose hasbeenfarm-
ing, it also has contributed to hel ping women overcome
depression, find jobs they appreciate, and attract more
positive attention from those around them. These
changes, though, have not noticeably affected the politi-
cal participation of women or their decision-making
authority in the home.

Kokadid not set out to be awomen’s organization, but
a combination of factors led to its 11:4 ratio of women
to men. First, more men than women died in the war.
Second, somemen were away from their familiesto fight
as partisansin the Gali region. Therefore, more women
wereleft to do the farming. In addition, the terms of the
initial grant from the Ministry of Agriculture required
that only one person from each immediate family join
the collective. Even in families where men remained,
women were considered better at selling products.
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Because of these circumstances, K oka became an orga-
nization composed predominantly of women, thus em-
powering them. The men closeto Koka, either members
themselves or related to women members, see these
women in anew light. They see that the women can do
things never thought possible, making a living through
a combination of new skills. Some husbands now help
care for the children while their wives work in Koka.

Gender roles have not changed in al reams or in all
ways. Even within Koka, female members sometimes
turn to their male colleagues to undertake certain tasks.
For example, thewomen il look to the mentollift heavy
weights, such as when moving trucks or buses full of
produce from Chitatskari to Thilisi. In addition, men
are considered better able to negotiate lower priceswith
male truck drivers.

These changes in gender roles have not extended to the
home or to poalitical life, and they may not be perma-
nent.

Koka members feel empowered within the community
of displaced persons. They are rare examples of people
who have made a successful start at development while
keeping their sights on returning home. Koka exempli-
fies mobile devel opment, because members are creat-
ing a structure that could return to Gali with them if
return becomes possible. Koka members believe their
neighbors in collective centers respect and admire their
work. Other IDPsare excited about thismodel, but Koka
members notice that many interested people want to be
leaders of their own efforts and thus are unwilling to
band with others.

Roles of Assistance

From the start, international assistance has been instru-
mental in shaping Koka. The cooperative would not ex-
ist in its present form without its initial French-spon-
sored grant. But the way in which this assistance has
been applied has confused Koka members. According
to them, information exchange has been particularly
weak.

The founding of Koka illustrates both the crucial im-
portance of assistance and the incons stent messagesthat
reached beneficiaries. When members considered agri-
culture as a way to begin feeding themselves, they did
not envision amicrocredit scheme. However, when Ms.
Kakhiani approached the minister of agriculturefor help,
he suggested she consider taking advantage of a French
assistance package. At this stage, Ms. Kakhiani under-
stood that if she gathered together 30 internally displaced
persons from separate families for an agricultural busi-
ness, the group would be eligible for a’5,350-lari grant.
Going by that understanding, she formed Koka.

Once the group began farming, Ms. Kakhiani learned
that Koka was expected to offer credit to its members
and charge them 15 percent interest for three months.
Thus, Koka distributed 2,000 lari among members as
loans and required 15 percent interest payments at the
end of thethree-month loan period. Although K okamem-
bers thought the credit idea odd, they tried it because

they believed it wasanew condition to theorigina grant.
Given the grant’ s success, they are glad to have gained
experiencein arranging microcredit for one another and
plan to do so again in the near future. At the end of the
first three-month microcredit term, Koka learned that
such loanswere no longer an essentid condition for grant
recipients and that members could have used their re-
sources as they saw fit.

K oka has received a complementary combination of in-
ternational, national, and local assistance. In addition to
itsinitial grant, Koka has received aid from local Geor-
gian sources, athough the monetary value of such as-
sistance cannot be compared to the initial donor grant.
For Koka, theland it farmsisacrucial part of itsopera-
tion. A Zugdidi resident allowed the group to rent his
land and abandoned house in Chitatskari in return for
an 8 percent portion of the group’ scropstheir first year.
The rent for the land and house will increase next year
once the organization is able to cover rent expenses. In
addition, the Ministry of Agriculture allocated fertilizer
to Koka, but only after it had aready bought some.
Rather than let it go bad or sdl it late in the season,
Koka distributed the extra fertilizer to members who
havetheir own private plots. The minister of agriculture
also personally promised to retain a space at the market
in Zugdidi or any other big city for the group once its
output level makes a market space profitable.
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Koka participants identified several ways in which lo-
cal and international assistance could be more helpful.
They would like training in the management of collec-
tive farms and agricultural businesses, but they have
not found appropriate training programs. Koka mem-
bers are most interested in learning about others' expe-
riences with collective farming. They have heard about
models of collective farming used in Switzerland and
Israel and would like to learn from those models. Small
credit organizations can be seen as part of an intercon-

nected global microcredit network of donors, microcredit
nongovernmental organizations, and grass-roots orga-
nizations (Ohanyan 1999, 6). Strengthening Koka sties
with other grass-roots organi zationswithin this network
would increase Koka' s capacity for sustainable collec-
tive agriculture. Members of the board of peasant’ s credit
unions did attend adonor-sponsored training seminar in
Kobuleti where they learned about developing farms,
but Ms. Kakhiani and Koka were not invited to attend.

Why Koka Succeeded

Koka' s success can be attributed to a number of
factors. Among them:

1. A strong sense of community. The war may have
strengthened an aready existing sense of commu-
nity sinceinternally displaced persons shared a col-
lective traumaand the war strengthened the saliency
of ethnic identities. Another cultural factor is the
kolkhoz tradition. Koka members both built on So-
viet tradition (by adopting an egalitarian structure
for group farming) and reacted against it (by reject-
ing arigid hierarchy and cultivating informal deci-
sion-making). Even deeper than Soviet-era cultura
influences, though, are Caucasian traditions of
neighborly sharing and assistance, which become
clear when Koka members describe their work to-
gether. Koka's close-knit community contrasts
sharply with the relations found in other communi-
ties where ties do not expand beyond tight kinship
circles (Putnam 1993). For Koka s members, com-
munity ties extend throughout the new communities
formed where the former residents of Gali live as
displaced people.

2. Adaptationto shifting social classstatus. Toalarge
extent, displacement undermined socia class divi-
sions. Koka's middle and lower class members
shared the discomfort of collective centers and
banded together to improve their lot. Displaced
teachers, doctors, and factory workers shared the
same status since class lines had changed with dis-
placement. Internaly displaced persons could de-
velop into anew middle classin Georgian society if
they continue to fill the growing small-trade niche.
Once they overcome the psychologica barriers of

displacement, they may bein aposition to takerisks
with new enterprises.

3. Mobile devel opment. K oka has embraced a mobile
development strategy. Usually, internally displaced
persons consider life on hold until an eventual re-
turn home. Poaliticians offer the displaced hope of
return home—a promise to which they cling. While
this sense of prereturn and postreturn as two sepa-
rate lives can open IDPsto risky new enterprises, it
can aso stop them from directing immense energy
a building a prereturn life. Displaced persons do
not want to devel op successful businessesthat must
then be abandoned upon return home. For a newly
developed IDP business to be truly successful, it
must be mobile: the displaced persons must be able
to take it home with them. Koka members have a
clear vision of taking their organization hometo Gali,
and this strengthens their commitment to the orga-
nization. Koka's development also promises
sustainability, as Koka has received comparatively
littleinternational assistance and has a strong com-
mitment from its members.

4. Complementary combination of international, na-
tional, and local assistance. Koka ssupport ranged
from the initia internationa grant to nationa sup-
port from the minister of agriculture and the board
of peasant’s credit unions to local support in the
form of subsidized land rental. This combination of
support may prove crucial to Koka's long-term
sustainability. As international development assis-
tance fades away, Koka will continue to look for
support locally and nationally, building on networks
it has already established.
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General Lessons

The following lessons emerge from the study of Koka
Farmers Union:

velop coping mechanismsin the face of the psycho-
logical traumas of war and displacement. Women

1. Beneficiary knowledge of assistance programs.

K okamight have developed further if members had
been aware of other assistance available. Theinflu-
ence of international donors on Koka sdevel opment
isindirect in part because of Koka slack of knowl-
edge about devel opment assistance. Kokamembers
not only did not know of the requirement to offer
members credit when it first formed, but they still
do not know about what development assistance is
available. Thisinformation gap reflectsamorewide-
spread myth of no available assistance. Displaced
persons generally lament a complete lack of inter-
national assistance, athough in point of fact there
are substantial resources for vulnerable people.
Another general lesson isthat information on avail-
able devel opment ass stance should be more widely
distributed. In addition, information about credit
lending schemes should be more thoroughly ex-
plained.

Shifting gender roles in a predominantly but not
exclusively women’s organization. Lessons on
women’s roles and women’s organizations can be
ddineated. Although not a classic women's organi-
zation (given that onethird of itsmembersare men),
Koka fulfills the function of a women’s organiza-
tion, in both assisting war-affected women and pro-
moting women' s advancement. Koka swomen used
the organization to confront the economic, psycho-
logical, and socia problems generated by the con-
flict. That contributed to their economic and social
empowerment.

K oka swomen reinforce the conclusion that women
adapt better to displacement than men. Women de-

become informal traders in the markets where for-
mal markets do not function and where men are
considered less capable of low-status trading.
Women are able to undertake these low-status posi-
tionsin order to provide for their families. Women
generally adapt and create communal networks to
carefor their families. In this sense, dire economic
conditions were a positive factor in encouraging
Koka's initial development. The Koka Farmers
Unionisanetwork with ahighly devel oped sense of
shared responsibility for one another’ swelfare. The
sense of responsibility the women have ingtilled in
Koka extends to the families of members as well.
Thusthe K okacommunity providesfor family mem-
bers through such gestures as alocating extra milk
for young children.

Saliency and inter dependence of economic and so-
cial empower ment. Koka has contributed to the eco-
nomic and socia empowerment of women members.
Women have assumed leadership in the agricultural
sector, traditionally a male domain. This empower-
ment has also affected the self-images and identities
of Kokamembers. The traumaof war and displace-
ment has created a yearning to return to the prewar
situation (including women’s prewar status and
roles). However, Koka members seem committed
to the organizational continuity even after returning
to their homes, thus ensuring that they will not re-
vert to the prewar and social economic conditions.
The economic empowerment of women and their
consciousness of this empowerment are only par-
tially reversible.
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